Ralph Blackman Oral History by Blackman, Ralph
Blackman  Page 1 
 
University of Illinois at Springfield 
 
Norris L. Brookens Library 
 
Archives/Special Collections 
 
 
 
 
 
Ralph Blackman Memoir 
 
 
 
Blackman, Ralph 
    Interview and memoir  
    digital audio file, 62 min., 20 pp.  
UIS Alumni Sage Society 
Blackman attended at Sangamon State University in 1975 at the downtown campus 
and rarely spent time on the main campus because the only building at that time 
was Brookens library.  He received his Masters in the Public Administration 
concentration of classes.  Blackman participated in the public service internship 
program and worked in the Office of Manpower in Illinois state government under 
Governor James Thompson. He currently is the Director of the Century Council in 
Washington, D.C. 
 
Interview by Mary Caroline Mitchell, 2010  
OPEN  
No collateral file 
 
 
Archives/Special Collections LIB 144 
University of Illinois at Springfield 
One University Plaza, MS BRK 140 
Springfield IL 62703-5407 
 
© 2010, University of Illinois Board of Trustees 
 
Blackman  Page 2 
 
Narrator:  Ralph Blackman 
Date:  June 16, 2010  
Place:  Washington, DC 
Interviewer:  Mary Caroline Mitchell 
 
Begin Recording 
 
Q.  This is June 16, 2010 and I am interviewing Ralph Blackman, a UIS graduate and Sangamon 
State.  And I wanted to have you just tell me a little bit about your life in Illinois and how you 
happened to get to Springfield? 
 
A.  Ok, I was originally from Chicago and was finishing up at Western Illinois University, was a 
political science major and was not so interested in the theoretical side of political science but 
more of the practical side I guess of government.  And I couldn’t put my finger on who 
suggested Sangamon State University but it was a… there was this new school that was being 
established in the state capitol.   
 
The word was that the classes would be… were being designed for state government manager 
types and that there was a… you know sort of a practical side to the curriculum.  I don’t know 
that necessarily in fact when I was finishing at Western, I was interested in local government 
and actually thought that maybe I would become a city manager.  So I was always very 
interested more in the sort of practical side of it all.   
 
And at that time I was driving from Western Illinois to Sangamon State because I had gotten 
accepted but hadn’t really finished and was going back and forth and sort of attending both at 
one time as a way to not have lost the time of having to wait for the full summer and you know 
start again in the fall.  I liked the idea that you know you would not be sort of just with other 
students but you’d be with people who were doing certain jobs and I thought that that was 
very interesting. 
 
And it all in fact true was because as I remember that classes were primarily… if you were a you 
know twenty or twenty-one year-old college graduate you know they seemed to be middle age 
people, which I guess looking back they were in their thirties or forties, people in state 
government and at different agencies. 
 
And when I went there, I actually applied for two different programs.  One was a graduate 
assistantship and then one was I think it was called a public service internship, and you know 
both provided some money but the issue… you know the difference was that the grad 
assistantship was more directed toward teaching and the public service internship was more 
directed at actually spending time in the state agency and certain state government work.  And 
so I actually accepted the public service internship, but that’s how I got there. 
 
Q.  So when did you actually move to Springfield? 
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A.  I think that there was only an overlap of a couple of weeks before… in fact I don’t believe I 
attended graduation at Western, you know the actual sort of ceremony because I had already 
gone to Springfield and so relocated over that summer.   I guess it would have been 1975 and 
you know started school. 
 
Q.  Did you… so you were a twenty-five-year-old or twenty-four-year-old and did you find 
housing in downtown or was there any housing on the campus that you considered? 
 
A.  No I don’t… I didn’t check that out.  I don’t recall that there was housing.  You had given me 
the magazine here and I was just looking at this one… I don’t this doesn’t come on the tape very 
well but… 
 
Q.  Oh, the pictures of the campus. 
 
A.  At the picture on the back here and this… well I remember that there was, that I thought 
that the only building or the major building was one that was at that time was described as very 
few if any sort of right angles.   
 
Q.  Uh-huh.  Brookens Library. 
 
A.  I don’t know if that was the library or what, there was a union or what.  
 
Q.  No, that was the library. 
 
A.  That was the only building back at that time.  So I was you know ended up in an apartment 
that was not in downtown but that was maybe on the sort of western edge of Springfield.  Or 
western edge of Springfield thirty-five years ago but was sort of the western edge.   
 
I remember there was a golf course actually, wasn’t on the golf course but there was a golf 
course nearby.  And then most of the classes I think I went to though were downtown in a 
building, older building that was maybe a block or two away from the capital.  And that’s where 
I think most of my classes were for this particular program. 
 
Q.  That would be maybe the Leland Hotel? 
 
A.  Could be, yes. 
 
Q.  So what time of day were your classes? 
 
A.  There were a couple of classes during the day, but for the most part classes were in the 
evening.  And the public service internship was with the governor’s office of manpower, which 
I’m not sure still exists or maybe doesn’t exist anymore.  But it was in fact a very sort of 
foundation-laying, eye-opener to how government really works because it was an agency that 
was charged with spending federal dollars and then giving it out to local communities.  So at 
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this particular agency, you could sort of watch the money flow from here in Washington to the 
state capitol.   
 
And then you could watch how the money flew out of the state capitol and you know into local 
projects that were for I think for job training.  And so it was a good experience to see what sort 
of strings were attached, to see what organizations, local organizations wanted to do with the 
money.  And what, the kinds of decisions that were made in the state agency about what was 
an appropriate expenditure and what wasn’t. 
 
Q.  What were actual responsibilities in your internship? 
 
A.  Looking back I think it was mostly grant reviews or grant applications.  So for instance in this 
case, you know a local community would have filled out a grant application to get job training 
money from the state.  And so it seemed very telling back at that time to sort of look at some of 
these applications and make a very at least directional decision about whether or not you could 
trust that based on the application, if they would spend the money wisely.   
 
And so you when you looked at how it was put together and I don’t remember you know any in 
particular.  But when you looked at I remember how they justified their expenditures and how 
well written it was and those kind of things.  Did it give you, you know any sense that the 
people that had filled out the application could do a good job?  Not be trusted in the sense of 
stealing the money but do a good job to spend the money to benefit whatever client services 
they thought they were providing.   
 
And so I think for the most part I don’t think it was particularly in terms that we were making 
any great decisions, but we were in fact I think part of a team.  There were… I think there were 
one or two others in that agency as well.  But you know as part of a team to sort of review 
these grant applications to where they then went maybe to a next level of sort of professional 
state employee status. 
 
Q.  Was that a one-year internship? 
 
A.  Yes, I think so. 
 
Q.  Ok.  How many hours a week do you think you worked on that? 
 
A.  It was about… it seemed like full time. 
 
Q.  Ok. 
 
A.  I guess I don’t remember you know was it twenty hours, was it twenty-five hours?  You 
know it seemed like… you know we sort of went to work every day and then went to class in 
the evening. 
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Q.  How did you dress?  Do you remember that? 
 
A.  I think it was shirt and tie.  You know it was… you know wasn’t quite the formal dress attire 
of office these days.  But as a student you know sort of going from jeans to you know sort of 
jeans with holes in them, or patched I think was the style.  But if you went sort of from jeans, 
then you know that was not appropriate attire you know for the agency.  And so that was sort 
of part of the deal too was you know you had to have some professional appearance.  You 
know you had to show up on time, you know and all those first job types of things. 
 
Q.  Was the office in the state capitol? 
 
A.  The office was not in the capitol, but the office was right on one of the main streets up from 
the capitol. 
 
Q.  Stratton Building? 
 
A.  No, it was a smaller building that I think was rented by the state.  It wasn’t a sort of “state 
office building.”  And I think that sort of had something to do with again the sort of create this 
agency to accept and then spend this federal money, which was a new program passed by 
Congress sort of you know post-1970s you know recession and 1970s economy for job training.  
So I think it was basically rented, I think it was rented space if I remember. 
 
Q.  And so you would go to classes in the downtown. 
 
A.  Uh-huh. 
 
Q.  And were you… 
 
A.  The classes in the building downtown. 
 
Q.  Right.  Do you remember any of the classes that you took or what was most? 
 
A.  I took… well, my concentration was public administration, so you know it was personnel 
management, it was public budgeting.  It was sort of you know the kinds of sort of you know 
managed government agency sort of topics.  I think the other thing that seemed interesting at 
the time also was that in this sort of practical overview of graduate school, there wasn’t any 
emphasis on sort of dissertation, traditional dissertation.   
 
It seemed like, I remember writing papers and at least back at that time I thought pretty 
complicated papers.  Maybe yes maybe no but not in the sort of independent study, sort of go 
off and you know and do your dissertation.  Now there was a, if I remember correctly, there 
was a sort of paper project, paper specific project that was due where you again had to sort of 
defend your work you know you had to turn this in.   
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But it wasn’t sort of… the time element wasn’t the same where you know you were working on 
your dissertation for a year or something, it wasn’t.  I don’t recall it as being sort of in that kind 
of formal sort of masters or that sort of PhD kind of dissertation product.  Nobody I don’t think 
at least in my circle, I don’t think anybody really looked at it being a publishable paper like a 
dissertation.  You know sort of so to speak. 
 
Q.  Did you work with others in… what was the… did you work in teams or was it… 
 
A.  There were I remember there were two other students who were sort of in our group so to 
speak, in the same classes, you know maybe different concentration, but that were in the 
agency with me.  And then we were friendly with a couple of others who you know all sort of 
went their separate ways.  And I know that there is various… there is one friend and fellow 
student who is still in Springfield and runs the… I think it’s called the Legislative Reference 
Bureau.   
 
His name is Pat O’Grady and I’m not sure that I could have brought that name right out except 
for thinking about this interview.  But he actually, we’ve seen each other once or twice because 
one of the things that we do here at the Century Console is government relations, mostly on 
drunk driving legislation throughout the states and then here in Washington.   
 
And so there are some you know conference of state legislature meetings and things that I’ve 
gone to over the years where all of a sudden or one of my staff will go to and some stranger to 
them walks up and says, “You’re Ralph Blackman.  We went to school together.”  So we do 
actually and he’s been… actually it’s a resource for our staff as well.  If we’re looking at 
legislation or things like that that happen to be Illinois specific. 
 
Q.  What was the difference between the classes that you took at Webster and when you came 
to Sangamon State?  Was there a difference in the way they were taught? 
 
A.  I guess that there was a difference because the dynamic between the professor and the 
student was different.  You know at any undergraduate you know program, the professor tends 
to be again in retrospect older.  The students are all generally the same age being younger.  And 
in a lecture class or something like that obviously you know you’ve got large classes.   
 
By the time I got to Sangamon State you had professors who you know looking back must have 
been in their 30s or 40s, but you had again a smaller classroom filled with people who were in 
their 30s or 40s.  And there was an interesting dynamic in the sense of your professors who 
maybe didn’t really have practical experience because they were… they came up through sort 
of the traditional professorial you know career track.  And you had people who might have 
been the chief financial officer in an agency you know talking to somebody who is teaching 
public budgeting but had never really done it.   
 
And so you know you look back on it thirty-five or forty years later and I’m not sure that there’s 
any great Socratic moment that stands out, but it was… it seems like it you know when I look 
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back and try to figure out you know what was really gained by that education.  You know it 
seemed like especially it was something at least when I was learning about it and working in an 
agency, it was a very interesting dynamic and enjoyed it I think at the same time. 
 
Q.  Illinois is famous for its politics.  Did you feel pressure in terms of political affiliation or was 
that talked about in your classes or when you worked at a state agency? 
 
A.  No.  Actually I started my career in Republican politics in Springfield at a time when state 
politics was pretty much dominated by Democrats.  And this was while I was going to school, so 
this must have been in the 1976 campaign between Mike Howlett, who was the Secretary of 
State, and Jim Thompson.   
 
And I knew and being a Republican at that time and again in Springfield, which was a pretty you 
know Democratic city, I was able to walk in off the street and started off as a volunteer in the 
Thompson campaign and then actually went on paid staff.  Now of course, forty years later paid 
is a relevant term because I’m not sure that I made enough money to be considered paid but I 
did get paid.   
 
And so it was a great time to sort of be going to school and to be working in an agency and then 
also obviously on a very part time basis also working on a political campaign you know because 
of the fact of the matter is they are all married together.  And thinking that when I went back 
on the street in public administration or at least a concentration in public administration 
thinking that you know it’s so sort of focused on substance and not politics is just in fact not the 
way the real world works.   
 
So I don’t think I saw any of the agency, you know per se there was again the people that we 
worked with I remember correctly you know were very professional and so you know nobody 
said, “Oh, yeah, that’s the democratic leader of such and such a town, we’ve got to give them 
some money.” 
 
Q.  Yeah, I know. 
 
A.  No there really wasn’t that kind of thing.  But when you looked at how decisions are made 
and you looked at being prepared for making good decisions in government, you know in a 
government setting, I don’t think you can… you can kid yourself that there’s not a measure of 
politics that comes into that process. 
 
Q.  Uh-huh. 
 
A.  And you know Illinois obviously has a reputation for being a little more overt than others, 
but the fact of the matter is it is true here in Washington.  I worked for the Cook County Board 
for awhile.  I worked for the Speaker of the House of Illinois and worked for Governor 
Thompson after he was elected and so even in different… and then when we see it here in 
Congress you know.  The fact of the matter is I think generally politics attracts quick people and 
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smart people and mostly people who want to do the right thing, but a part of that process of 
making a good decision also to some degree includes the politics in that decision.  I think it’s 
just sort of human nature. 
 
Q.  Sounds like a good milieu to get that degree. 
 
A.  I would tell you… leaving Illinois you know a degree from Sangamon State University was not 
exactly what you’d call door opener. 
 
Q.  No. 
 
A.  In terms of nobody… now if you got a chance to describe it, somebody seemed very 
interested.  So you actually got practical experience.  You actually you know attended classes 
with people who did this for a living.  Gee, that’s very interesting.  Gee, so instead of writing 
your dissertation of something that nobody would ever care about you know that might go on 
the shelf in the library, you actually did it on how to deliver a service or something you know all 
that made sense.  But the fact of the matter was, it wasn’t exactly you know one of those 
marquee institutions. 
 
Q.  Right. 
 
A.  And so I never really looked at it or didn’t see it as that being a big benefit of it.  It did teach 
you a lot about how decisions were made and it did give you that practical experience.  And I 
think having that practical experience was something that in the grand scheme of competing 
with other graduates and other you know students with master’s degrees where things were… 
yes I have my master’s degree, but I also you know spent time and worked in an agency that did 
this or did that kind of thing.  Jim Thompson won and in 1976 I went into the Governor’s office. 
 
Q.  Let me go right back.  You graduated in 1970? 
 
A.  Yeah, I sort of did it… I did it in less than two years. 
 
Q.  Ok. 
 
A.  You could tell me. 
 
Q.  1976.  You graduated in 1976. 
 
A.  So I finished Western in 1975. 
 
Q.  Ok, wow. 
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A.  And I finished in 1976 because I started over the summer.  I went through the summer and 
so I did sort of that two years in you know what traditional two years, no summer schools, no 
summer sessions.  I actually did it in less than that. 
 
Q.  Ok. 
 
A.  And Thompson won in November of 1976.  I was finishing in the end of 1976 and you know 
again found that again you know some measure of your politics depended on also your getting 
a job. 
 
Q.  Right. 
 
A.  So I went into the governor’s office and worked in the legislative… worked for the legislative 
affairs office of the governor.  Some people that I knew from school you know who again were 
in agencies, things like that.  There were very few… I was always interested in politics I guess 
from maybe growing up in Chicago.  But very few of my classmates I think were as interested in 
politics as a profession as maybe I was.  So I ended up going through a career that was 
successively political until where I am now really, which is where I was in business for myself 
and then the Century Council here. 
 
Q.  I want to get to that.  But right now wondered if you could, you said you might have a hard 
time remembering any professors.  But was there any professor you remember? 
 
A.  Well there’s one professor that I still keep in touch with whose name is Bob Kustra.  And Bob 
Kustra was the first… 
 
Q.  Was he lieutenant governor? 
 
A.  Yes, he was lieutenant governor.  He was actually a state senator from the Chicago suburbs.  
He was the first person I met at Sangamon State. 
 
Q.  Wow. 
 
A.  And you know it was sort of his advice to go one way or another way, and we became 
actually very good friends.  You know along the way having been involved in Thompson’s 
campaign I had a little bit of political experience under my belt.  When I had moved back to 
Chicago and was actually working the speaker of the house’s office in Chicago, he decided to 
run for legislative office.   
 
And so I helped in his campaign and then he became lieutenant governor and I had already 
moved from Illinois by then and had come east.  But he was lieutenant governor and left 
lieutenant governor and I hadn’t spoken to him in some time, ended up as a university 
president I think in Kentucky. 
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Q.  Yeah, I think he is. 
 
A.  Yeah, he’s now the president of Boise State University in Boise, and so we actually were in 
touch not very long ago.  I have some professional contacts.  We do some programming of all 
places in Idaho and so coincidentally being a small state and we have programs that look at 
college alcohol abuse.  And so somebody said, “Gee, Boise State and there’s this president and 
of course it’s an interesting, unique name.”  And so I said, “Well, there can’t be another person, 
Kustra’s out there and where did he come from?”  And so of course it was the same one.   
 
But thinking of another professor was a little complicated, there was again a younger… it would 
seem at the time, named Randy Kucera, who again you know was an interesting character.  I 
don’t know whatever happened to him.  You’re shaking your head like he has some reputation.  
And then there was somebody else and I think the name was Cornog or something, Jeff, who 
was probably… I don’t know how to… and I don’t know if that is the exact pronunciation and I 
don’t know how to spell it. 
 
Q.  C-O-R-N-O-G. 
 
A.  He was probably in sort of a public administration concentration back then.  He was 
probably the one that was the sort of most traditionally rooted… 
 
Q.  Academic… 
 
A.  In that academic field if I remember correctly and I want to say it was personnel or… and I 
don’t know that for a fact but… 
 
Q.  So Bob Kustra was probably adjunct faculty. 
 
A.  He was teaching public budgeting if I remember correctly, public budgeting and finance.  
And actually after I had graduated and he was in the state legislature, there were times when 
he couldn’t teach… he was teaching part time at Loyola or Roosevelt or somewhere in Chicago, 
someplace in Chicago and I actually substituted for him because I did well in his class.  But you 
know on a weekend class that you know the legislature happened to be in session or 
something. 
 
Q.  Right. 
 
A.  So I’m pretty sure I took finance and budgeting from him.  It seems like Cornog was more 
sort of management and personnel administration.  I can’t quite put my finger on Kucera, but I 
remember him and… but literally hadn’t thought of that name in thirty years and just only as I 
was reading your questions and saying professors that you could recall or keep in touch with, 
just Bob Kustra would be it. 
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Q.  So socially when you were in Springfield as a student, did students get together or was it 
through your political connections that you… 
 
A.  There wasn’t what you would call a Sangamon State University social life because if you go 
back to this map… 
 
Q.  Right, did you ever go to campus by the way? 
 
A.  Occasionally, you know I only… like I said, I remember that the building had no right angles 
or at least that was its reputation, whether it’s true or not I don’t know. 
 
Q.  It’s true. 
 
A.  And I remember why I… well I remember similar to Western Illinois University, I had… I 
remember that the parking lot seemed like it was across this wide open plain that in the winter 
was you know just you know the wind and the weather that was just… so I didn’t go out there 
much. 
 
Q.  Did you have to use a library? 
 
A.  You know I didn’t.  Not much because again it was very much more practical than that sort 
of research we were into.  So there were times over in the library and there were times if there 
were faculty or when I had to meet with faculty or something like that, I think they were all in 
that building.  I don’t recall whether or not we met in any faculty offices downtown.  There 
could be but I don’t really remember. 
 
Q.  Did you have a faculty advisor? 
 
A.  I think it was Kustra. 
 
Q.  Ok, interesting. 
 
A.  If I’m not mistaken.  But so, no offense there was no reason, there was no reason to go out 
there. 
 
Q.  Right. 
 
A.  So there was again a small group, mostly sort of young married grad student types, and I 
remember there was two… there was one guy who I think ended up…. I shouldn’t say it; it 
sounds wrong but went on to a state government career, one or two of them.  There was 
another friend… back then you could be in…  I want to say the concentrations were public 
administration, health administration, and maybe education.   
 
Blackman  Page 12 
 
I’m not sure about that, but we had a friend who was in the health area who had gone to 
Bradley University in Peoria and he had moved from Peoria to Springfield but he was actually in 
New York.  And in my sort of career path, I actually went from Illinois to New York and then 
from New York here to Washington.  And so we actually stayed in touch for a reasonable time.   
 
We haven’t been in touch for many years now but he was… at that point in his career his career 
path was senior care and nursing homes.  And if I remember correctly, he never got there.  He 
got involved in some other business in New York and didn’t do it.  But I remember that he was… 
we were all friends and we were living fairly close to each other and we all socialized together.  
But his course of study was a little different than ours, which is why it sort of stands out. 
 
Q.  So did you participate in any kind of commencement at Sangamon State at all? 
 
A.  Not that I recall. 
 
Q.  Ok, again two commencements you didn’t… 
 
A.  Not that I recall.  I didn’t get to a single one in my college career.  I did go to my high school 
graduation. 
 
Q.  Oh, ok, very good. 
 
A.  But, no, I don’t recall any kind of… again I have no recollection of any commencement at all, 
no speaker.  I was there in the sense that I was still located in Springfield.  So it wasn’t a matter 
of, “Oh, gee, I’m not going back for it.”  I guess I don’t recall one. 
 
Q.  They had them at the state armory.  Do you remember the state armory, this big downtown 
building? 
 
A.  Near the state house? 
 
Q.  Right, downtown. 
 
A.  I guess it wasn’t an occasion that sort of stood out. 
 
Q.  So would you briefly describe your… describe that you went on to the Thompson 
administration from your degree program.  And then were did your path lead you after that?  
Or long were you in Springfield? 
 
A.  I guess Springfield kind of ran its course for me through… I’m a Chicagoan and really an 
urban person and went to Western Illinois University, which was not.  And from there to 
Springfield, which wasn’t really at least back then. 
 
Q.  So what part of Chicago? 
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A.  I’m from originally the south side of Chicago, south suburbs. 
 
Q.  Ok. 
 
A.  And so I decided to go back to Chicago.  And so again I was in the governor’s office for a 
couple of years.  I then went back to work; back then George Ryan was the Speaker of the 
House.  Having been in the legislative office, I was able to if… in fact am still in touch with one 
person who would at that time was the Chief of Staff for George Ryan when he was speaker, 
who is now in Arizona.   
 
But so had stayed tucked in, so we worked for the governor and speaker who were on the same 
party and there was great collaboration between the speaker’s office and the governor’s office 
at that time.  And so I found an opening in the Chicago office of the speaker and so moved back 
to Chicago and got involved in that.  I also worked at one point I think I moved back originally 
and through Bob Kustra found a Republican on the Cook County Board representing the north 
suburbs.   
 
Q.  The park board? 
 
A.  Right.  And did that for a little while and then if I remember correctly this speaker’s position 
came up and did a little bit of that commuting from Chicago, the Chicago office of the Illinois, 
Springfield office kind of thing.  But I wanted once I felt like I had exhausted my state politics, I 
wanted national politics.  And so actually while I was working for George Ryan as speaker, came 
out here to DC and interviewed and went to work for the Republican National Committee.   
 
And was actually, I actually didn’t move here, I moved from Chicago to New York even though 
the national Committee is based here in Washington.  And I was in New York for a couple of 
years doing campaigns consulting and election consulting for the national party and then came 
to Washington a couple of years after that probably 1983, or 1984 and I have been here in 
Washington since then. 
 
Q.  So how did you get to where you are now?  How did you work for the Republican National 
Committee? 
 
A.  Well it was you know… I think if you’re young and you know you liked politics whether 
you’re a Republican or a Democrat, you know you’re excited by the pace of being involved in 
decisions.  And it’s just… it was something you know then you wanted… as you went from local 
to state to national, you met people from around the country who where attracted like you was 
a little bit of a… you know a pyramid and so as you got up toward the top… you know I was still 
only in my twenties.  But you were now instead of… you know working with a state legislator, 
you were now maybe working with a U.S. Senator or working at that time in the Reagan white 
house.   
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And so you know it’s a heady time again regardless of party affiliate.  It ‘s a heady time and 
again going back, I had some government experience in addition to my political experience both 
in terms of the state agency and the governor’s office as well as the Cook County Board to then 
put together with politics and the political science things and how that works.  And I then 
moved from New York to Washington and one of the activities I took over for the Republican 
Party was sort of a business liaison, business council role.   
 
And then during, in 1986 Congress passed a bill to create the White House Conference on Small 
Business, and I became Director of that for the Reagan administration during the Reagan years. 
And was able again to look at politics and business and government and you know 
congressional oversight and I was never really a hill person per se.  I didn’t work on the hill… I 
never worked on the hill you know in terms of a congressman’s office or a committee staff 
position and was just sort of a generalist.   
 
But I enjoyed it and you know really looked at sort of business and politics and how they 
intersect with government is really something that I found fascinating.  And so I was in the 
Reagan white house doing that and then I decided to go into business for myself.  And just put 
out my shingle and you know went into the government relations business. 
 
Q.  Uh-huh. 
 
A.  But along the way, actually it was 1989, 1990 and eastern Europe was opening up and I had 
friends who were involved in spending U.S. government money for democracy building, and I 
ended up in Budapest, Hungary. 
 
Q.  For the foundation? 
 
A.  That’s one of them.  There is also something… there’s a government fund called the National 
Endowment for Democracy and then there are party institutes that do election observation, 
democracy building, and political party support and things like that.  And I was asked to go over 
and make a presentation as part of a team of us fledgling political parties and sort of Eastern 
Europe after the communist fall and ended up working with U.S. businesses that wanted to go 
to Eastern Europe and actually at one point established an office in Budapest, Hungary.   
 
And looked at again sort of government support for those countries working with economics 
officers and commercial officers for the U.S. government with regard to U.S. businesses and 
then found U.S. businesses who were entrusted in those markets and wanted access and 
wanted to know how to do business over in those markets and how to partner up and how to 
raise some funds to do it and there were government assistance programs that were available 
at that time as those markets were opening up in Eastern Europe.   
 
And politics is a young person’s profession and so I still have friends who are very involved but 
getting up and moving to you know a congressional race somewhere else.  I ran a at one point 
many, many years and in the beginning of my career, I was being paid by the Republican 
Blackman  Page 15 
 
National Committee to do a legislative race in Illinois and basically spent two months sleeping 
on a couch in an office. 
 
Q.  Right. 
 
A.  And the thing about it was I had to be up and out before the office opened up every 
morning, and so again it was… so it’s a great experience.  You know it was one of those things 
that you look back on, but it’s a young person’s profession.  And at that point also you know 
with a wife and you know a fledgling family, I… a friend of mine was consulting for the Century 
Council, which at that point was based in Los Angeles but wanted to open up a Washington 
office.   
 
And so that’s how I came across the Century Counsel and what it did and thought it was a good 
opportunity.  Again it’s supported by companies so it was very much of a business approach.  
And then, but also there’s you know a good cause.  It’s political, not partisan but political in the 
sense of how do you get elected officials who have to care about you know hundred different 
issues to care about your issue.   
 
And the fact of the matter is you appeal to them at a political level as well as a substantive 
level.  And I think you know, nonprofits and organizations that work in issues, social issues, have 
to, we look at this very much like a political campaign because you have to have your 
organization, you have to deliver a message, you have to communicate that message, it has to 
be based on something, and you have to have somebody out there or people out there who are 
communicating it for you in order to get people on your side. 
 
Q.  Right. 
 
A.  Whether that’s on your side due to a policy decision or whether that’s on your side to 
attracting local media attention to the issue or to the program an just how you distinguish 
yourself you know from other organizations or other institutions that are you know involved in 
the same field as you are.  So you know I was hired to open up the Washington office and very 
shortly after that, the board decided to close Los Angeles and move the entire organization to 
Washington.  And at that time, I took over from the… 
 
Q.  And what year was that? 
 
A.  That was… I started work at the Century Council in 1996.  And in 1999, they closed Los 
Angeles and moved the entire organization to here and I became president of the Century 
Council. 
 
Q.  Could you briefly describe your mission at the Century Council? 
 
A.  Sure.  Our mission is simple to say, complicated to do, which is to you know be a leader in 
the fight to eliminate drunk driving and underage drinking.  We are… our funding comes from 
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the distilled spirits industry, which is actually a relatively small industry in terms of the number 
of companies.   
 
The Century Council’s been around for about twenty years, so you have really only about half a 
dozen major companies in the industry who are global companies.  So it’s been a very 
interesting personal experience to see how companies operate on a global basis, the U.S. being 
as company that operates globally the largest market.   
 
But around a table you have a French company, a British company, U.S. companies, and so that 
culture of those companies and how those decisions are made are very again sort of small ‘p’  
political in terms  of how you get from point a to point b.  So we produce programming for 
resources for parents and kids as young as middle school, high school teens, college.   
 
And then also on the underage drinking side and then on the drunk driving side mostly policy in 
terms of drunk driving legislation, which is state specific except for every six years when 
Congress passes a highway bill, which then provides monies so you know that hallway to the 
governor’s office of manpower and watch how money leaves the Congress through the 
Department of Transportation that goes out to the states for drunk driving programs and 
policies and things like that. 
 
Q.  What do you feel is the achievement that you’re most proud of since you took over the 
Century Foundation? 
 
A.  I think that on the programmatic side, I think that we’ve made a very positive contribution 
especially at the middle school level.  Underage drinking, unfortunately there is underage 
drinking at the eighth grade ages.  The fact of the matter is if you look at the government data, 
underage drinking among eighth graders is down.   
 
We’ve put millions into that area; that is resources for kids and parents with partners like 
Nickelodeon, the National Middle School Association, Sports Illustrated for Kids, Time for Kids in 
a way that gets the message out in a format that kids will pay attention to.  And I think we 
never say that we’re responsible for that decline, but I think we have made a contribution to 
that decline because we’ve really touched more people in that specific segment than really any 
program including the government’s program.   
 
I think we’ve made a credible contribution at the college level with our Alcohol 101 program 
and our Alcohol 101 plus program being probably the most widely distributed program on 
campuses.  And then I think at the same time, drunk driving is down.  We’ve worked for 
tougher laws.  We’ve worked for penalties.  We’ve worked for treatment.  We’ve worked for 
really looking at the you know the kinds of things that maybe help that problem go down and 
maybe have some lives saved in the process. 
 
On the other side, the fact of the matter is that I think one of our greatest accomplishments is 
that alcohol industry sponsored organization can be seen as a legitimate player in a social issue 
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field and that’s because we do good research, because we stick to the data, not always a 
comfortable situation in terms of opening an industry’s eyes to you know the misuse of their 
products.  What should they do about it?  What role and responsibility to do they play?   
 
But in the time that I’ve been here when I think companies looked at their commitment to 
social responsibility being funding us to now where they not only fund us but they do individual 
programming on their own.  I think that there is a maturity on the industry’s part about how 
important it is to be positive in a community of making serious contributions.   
 
Regardless of what industry you’re in, as timely as this interview is, there probably not an 
energy company out there that has spent more money than BP on their environmental 
awareness.  Their logo is different.  You know their… you know they’ve spent millions and 
millions of dollars and of course it’s all gone because on the substantive level of their 
operations, people no longer… all that representational management that they’ve done over 
those years is now gone because of the way they’ve operated. 
 
I think it’s a good lesson for companies whether you’re in the alcohol business or you’re in the… 
or you’re general cereal and you’re trying to make a healthier cereal for kids.  Whatever it is, I 
think you have to have a seriousness of purpose that goes beyond the public relations of your 
responsibility.   
 
In that regard, the… again the six of seven companies that fund us have now spent about two 
hundred million dollars on the Century Council and have really allowed us to be able to do that.  
So I think that personally you know there’s always people who may not feel that way.  But if the 
question is to me personally, I think that’s something that we’ve accomplished here during the 
last ten years or so that’s very important to the industry. 
 
Q.  Has your organization grown since you’ve taken over?  Or is it stable? 
 
A.  I think that the organization has grown since I’ve taken over but really we’ve like… like every 
organization and even a not for profit that isn’t out in the marketplace competing for funds we 
get dues from our member.  But the fact of the matter if you have a board of directors, who 
are… which is made up of corporate CEOs you are always being asked to work harder, to work 
smarter, to be more cost efficient regardless of the economy, and now and over these last 
couple of years that is especially true.   
 
That said as they cut back on other things our dues have not been reduced because again I 
think that they see that what we are being asked to do is do more with what we’ve got.  And 
because we’ve I think overcome some barriers and because we have gotten out there so far in 
terms of what we do, of course, why wouldn’t you want more?  So that’s very challenging. 
 
Q.  How many staff do you have here? 
 
A.  We have twenty. 
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Q.  Ok 
 
A.  Yeah, we have twenty people 
 
Q.  Is this your only office? 
 
A.  Yes.  So we do all of this without any sort of grass roots.  We do this without any sort of… 
there are no chapters per se or anything like that, but we distribute program materials in all 
fifty states.  We have… we’ve… our middle school program, “Ask us and Learn,” has reached 
millions and millions of kids and parents, teachers.   
 
We’ve distributed millions and millions of copies of program brochures and we certainly… and 
we also have made it a point to serve underserved communities where you know everybody 
wants to go online and everybody wants it all to be digital.  But you know what?  If you’re in the 
inner city, you know around the south side of Chicago, you know what?  You may have access 
to a computer in a Boys and Girls Club or at a rec center but maybe don’t have access to the 
Internet at home.   
 
And so we still do a lot of print but we also serve about three thousand, thirty-five hundred 
community-based organizations like Boys and Girls Clubs and Girl Scout troops and YMCAs and 
Big Brothers and Big Sisters.  And we provide a lot of our program materials to them for free.  
And so again, we have great confidence in what we do.  We have outside evaluations to show 
that materials are effective and that will generate conversations between parents and kids and 
that’s really the leading influence in kids making better decisions about alcohol. 
 
Q.  I saw a sign on the wall that you’re one of the ten best places to work in Washington, D.C.  
What do you feel is… why would I work for you? 
 
A.  I think whether you are… maybe easier for us to deal with twenty employees than two 
hundred.  But I think if you look at your work force and you want to have employees who will 
give you a hundred and ten percent, you have to understand what’s going on in their lives.  And 
so we have fought hard for the benefits that we have, medical insurance kinds of benefits in 
this day and age.  But that said, as costs go up, we get together as a staff and as a group, decide 
where we can make cuts and where… you know what can we do to hold those costs down.   
 
So I think I try to involve our staff in those kinds of decisions.  We have a younger staff.  We 
have people here who have had kids who want to have a good job to come back to when 
they’re done.  But then when they’re done, have the competing pressures of parenthood.  And 
so we have, we’ve instituted a top leaning process here so that parents who either have to pick 
up kids at school or you know what, if the link in the team is the baby sitter, the baby sitter is 
sick and so do you take off or are you able to work from home?   
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And so trying to increase productivity, I think it being more accepting and more flexible in that I 
think has helped us in that regard.  The fact of the matter is, our senior staff here have now all 
been here about… I think the newest hire is eight years ago.  So we’ve had a couple of staff who 
have had two kids each, and so I think you have to… we have a single mother who is here and at 
the same time we have some college age kids who have different expectations about what the 
work place is.   
 
And that’s not what mine was going to work at a public service internship program you know in 
1974.  So I think you have to see people for who they are and try and get the most out of them.  
I still… telecommuting only a couple of days because I think I’m still of that go to work 
generation.  And again, my kids are a little older, so it’s not so bad.   
 
The other thing that we did quite frankly was that we moved out of downtown DC and over 
here to the Virginia suburbs and that makes getting in and out a little easier than being in the 
traffic and being in the downtown commotion.  Also this is Washington, D.C.; we’ve lived 
through 9/11 where you couldn’t get in, you couldn’t get out.  And in fact when we looked at 
this office, this complex runs from where we’re looking out over National Airport and the river.  
But this complex can run all the way toward the Pentagon and we all sat there and said, “Gee 
that’s a little close to the Pentagon.”   
 
Because we’d already seen it, obviously something that you never would have expected in your 
lifetime, a plane you know that crashed into the Pentagon.  So I think that also gives you know 
Washingtonians a little bit of different perspective on you know what do you do if your kids are 
in the suburbs and you’re in the district and how do you get in and out and things like that.  So 
you have to have a more flexibility. 
 
Q.  Well thank you, Ralph.  Is there anything that I didn’t ask you that you wanted to speak 
about?  Or did we cover it all? 
 
A.  The only other thing over the last couple of days that I thought about was the conversion of 
the school from Sangamon State to the University of Illinois Springfield.  There were two things 
that happened along the way after I left.  One was the letter I got saying that my Master of Arts 
degree in Public Administration could be a Masters in Public Administration, which was a 
different degree.   
 
I chose not to return for course credit and hours and again was far enough in my career that 
that distinct designation didn’t seem to be an issue to me.  The other thing that occurred along 
the way and just to show you how you react to it in your career was the movement from 
Sangamon State and again you can tell me because I’m not sure how I found out because I 
don’t… maybe I received a letter but maybe I didn’t. 
 
Q.  I think you did. 
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A.  But having worked with the University of Illinois on one of our programs, I actually knew the 
Washington lobbyist for the University of Illinois at that time.  I can’t recall his name now but 
you tell me if five or six years ago, then you will have been there longer than my friendship was.   
 
Q.  Yeah, I think it was. 
  
A.  But so I called him up and I said, so you know again I’m far enough out in my majority 
working at the Century Council, I was far enough out in my career.  But again I looked back on it 
from trying to market myself as a graduate of Sangamon State University and I would have to 
admit that the first thing I did was get that degree, get that new diploma and change my 
resume to University of Illinois Springfield.   
 
And so I don’t, you know again I don’t know if that was… again I was so far out of the process by 
then that I don’t know if that was financial reasons or system reasons or whatever that was.  
But again having also done that, you know the fact of the matter is just like every other 
professional the further you are from college, the less you sell your college.  You then sell your 
work experience. 
 
Q.  Right. 
 
A.  And so now is it… you know I’m not looking for a job and haven’t in some years, but I expect 
that people who are a little closer to their graduation date might want to look at that.  I thought 
that was a positive thing for them.  How it changed the school of course I don’t know; I haven’t 
been back.  Even to look at this and look at all the buildings is different from again what I recall 
was sort of the icy parking lot and cold wind and one building. 
 
Q.  Right. 
 
A.  But again, I thought it was a very positive education. 
 
Q.  Thank you very much. 
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End of Interview  
